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CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 
 
Excellencies,  

Ladies and gentlemen,  

Dear friends,  

 

I would like to thank the New Arab Women Forum for inviting me to this 

event today. I have followed yesterday’s interesting discussions through my 

team and I am pleased to take part in today’s panel 'Learning from 

Regional and International Experiences'. This is a great set-up with a 

wonderful audience and your speakers are very powerful, getting you into 

the main characteristics of women entrepreneurs, the need to create 

platforms, networking, focus on targets and visible results, change 

perception, change how societies and governments value the importance 

of women’s contribution to the economy and to security, women as an 

active driver for change, the obstacles...   

 

I am glad to share with you that most of the issues brought forward are 

being addressed by the European Union here in Lebanon.  Notably in our 

support to civil society, business incubators such as Berytech, SouthBIC 
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and BIAT, credit schemes with Kafalat including equity funding, innovation, 

and agriculture.   

 

Let me address something that may not have been brought up forcefully as 

yet: the subject of statutory quotas. I am now not talking about quotas for 

women in Parliament – believe me, I have asked almost every politician in 

your country how is it there are so few women in politics... and I will spare 

you the answers.... But I will give you one very standard reply:  ‘Not now, 

it’s not the right time, and there are too few women interested anyway’...  

 

Well, Ladies and Gentlemen, it is never the right time and if we continue to 

say that women are not interested or qualified, they will never come 

forward. At a time of high economic turbulence in Europe in 2010/2011, 

European Commissioner for Justice Viviane Reding had the courage to put 

even more demands on industry. Commissioner Reding refused to accept 

the argument that there aren't enough qualified women to fill supervisory 

boards. She helped to get a list together of 8 000 'board ready' women 

graduated from European Business schools (c. #womenonboards).  So, the 

message was, the "talent is there - companies should now make use of it". 

Thanks to Mrs. Reding, the European Commission agreed to put forward a 

Directive to get at least 40% women on supervisory boards of large 

companies.  She said:  should we leave an important issue such as equal 

rights for men and women to one side just because we are experiencing a 

crisis? We must not use the crisis as an excuse for dodging our 

responsibilities when it comes to important social policy issues, especially 

when they are also of economic importance.  
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Equality has simply been the work of the European Union for decades. It is 

anchored in the Treaties and has made a lasting mark on economic and 

social reality in the EU Member States.  I know from experience how 

polarising discussions around the topic can be. Strangely enough there is, 

mostly, across the board, an agreement – by both proponents and 

detractors – that more women are needed in industry’s top jobs. The 

disagreement is usually about the ‘how’. (In Europe, some wanted a quota 

rule on Norwegian lines: 40% as a fixed quantitative requirement subject to 

strict sanctions, including the obligatory winding-up of companies that do 

not fill the quota in time. Others wanted to leave the advancement of 

women onto supervisory boards to self-regulation. It is often said that the 

truth lies somewhere in the middle. And I agree that it is always good to 

avoid extreme approaches to such a really difficult topic).  

 

What one needs are sensible and feasible solutions that have good 

chances of succeeding in significantly increasing the proportion of women 

in top industry jobs by 2020.  You need an intelligent quota instead of a  

sledgehammer approach.  Even in Europe, you need sensible results, not 

aggressive regulation.  You start with the largest companies that are listed 

on the stock-exchange and whose supervisory boards comprise less than 

40% of the under-represented gender. In the entire European Union around 

5 000 companies would be affected. (The quota is not only gender-neutral 

in that it refers to the ‘under represented gender’, even if in coming years it 

will de facto mainly benefit women. It focuses mainly on qualifications. If a 

candidate for a supervisory board position of the under-represented gender 

is as well qualified as a candidate of the over-represented gender, the 

candidate of the under-represented gender must be given priority. This 
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continues to be the case until the under-represented gender has reached 

40% representation on the supervisory board. However, the under-

represented gender does not have to be appointed preferentially in every 

case.  As I said, the Directive provides the legally binding target of 40% of 

board members being women. The deadline for this is generous. The 40% 

target is to be achieved by 2020. Public undertakings have until 2018.)  

Sanctions for infringements must be proportional and act as a deterrent, 

but their precise form is not prescribed by the European Union. This is 

clever as well.  

 

The intelligent procedural quota from Europe will ensure that talent is put to 

good use, benefiting both business and, indeed, in our case the European 

Union as a whole.  

 

As for Lebanon, I truly hope you will have more and more women 

entrepreneurs to create growth and new jobs in Lebanon. For all in 

Lebanon. 

 

Thank you 

 


